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Toy Soldier Flashback
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I can look back to a time when a war was fought over
oil, a time when America flexed its military muscle' to explain
whose desert was whose. At the time I was five. 1 didn’t see
it like that. I saw it as a chance to see an army man on TV,
or a fighter plane. I would watch the news for the stories
about the war to see some nameless GI? from the midwest fire
a machine gun at some unseen enemy or to see infrared
images from a bomber as it blew up a nondescript factory in
the desert. I didn’t think about the Iraqi being shot at on
the other end of the machine gun or the factory workers being
killed by a man they hadn’t even seen. I thought it was all
very simple. Good and bad—the Americans shooting at the
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“bad guys.” I didn’t really realize the bad guys were dying. 1
knew that they died, but I didn’t think of them as people. I
thought of them as toy soldiers.

The little green men stuck in a combat pose'. Frozen,
looking down the barrel of their rifles. Aiming, but never
shooting. 1 thought of it like I played with the toy soldiers,
good versus evil. Like the Second World War, but even more
clear-cut. In my wars they didn’t fight over oil. They fought
to win, they fought for glory, they fought to knock down the
other side’s flag and put up theirs. It was all in good fun of
course.

After the battle everyone got back up to fight again or to
be thrown back in the plastic bag from whence they came.

All the toy soldiers were Americans—throwbacks to the
war in Vietnam, carrying weapons used to kill people in the
jungles of a far-off land. I liked the ones who were firing their
guns. The ones who talked on the radio or waved their arms
frantically seemed useless. They couldn’t be lined up to shoot
at the other side, even though the other side was exactly the
same. There weren’t any Viet Cong or NVRA soldiers, only
Gls and an occasional tank. It seems funny there were no
Vietnamese soldiers to fire back. Even though all the soldiers
were made in tiny Asian countries like Singapore, the soldiers
still were only American. I guess the toy manufacturers
thought that American children only wanted to paly with
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American soldiers. After all, no one wants to be the B&fé\;
guy,” but at age five I couldn’t have told the difference
between a VC sniper' and a Marine recon detachment®

My parents must not have liked their son constantly
playing with miniature soldiers from the Vietnam War. Afier
all, they protested it in college. It wasn’t a true war, so why
should they be forced to go to the sweaty jungles of an Asian
country they didn’t even know existed to fight an un-war? It
makes sense, but I can’t say what I would have done.
Probably I would be too scared to go and would try to get out
of it, but then again thousands of men were going off to die,
and if 1 didn’t go, someone would have to go in my place.
And what if that person died? It’s a bit of a dilemma®, and
fortunately I don’t have to deal with it. Thirty years too late.

Even though my parents had protested the war they
bought me icons* from it—the toy soldiers. I just loved those
little green men. I remember in Italy my parents bought me a
box of soldiers. The cardboard back had a picture of a beach
landing in the foreground; a man fired a bazooka and farther
back tanks fired. You couldn’t see what either was aiming at.
There was a plastic shell that made four compartments to
house the soldiers. Four different sides, each a different color.
I can only remember one. It was a brownish red. 1 can’t
remember what happened to the rest. 1 probably lost them
when I opened the package in the car. I remember playing
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with them on our patio when we got back to the house. These
soldiers were smaller than most, about an inch tall—a little
too small. I was playing with them on the patio. My dad sat
on the stairs that led up to the house, watching through his
big sunglasses. It dawned upon me that my soldiers had no
home. So I looked up at my father and asked him to help
build' a fort for them. He said nothing, but stood up and
walked over to the place where the brick wall that surrounded
the patio’ met with the house. There a workman had stored
his leftover roofing tiles from a recent roofing job. My dad
picked up two of them; all the while my head turned to watch
him. He walked back to me, his white coffee-stained T-shirt
billowing in the breeze. I watched as he set down the tiles® in
front of me. They were the curved kind in a brick color very
similar to the soldiers that I had just purchased. “Here,” he
said. “These can be barracks.”
“What’s a barrack*?” asked in return, staring at the

curved pieces of clay in front of me and then up at him.

“It’s a place where soldiers live,”he said, walking back
to his place on the steps.

I didn’t understand how these tiles could be houses, but
I put the soldiers under them anyway. Now the soldiers had a
home. Of course they couldn’t stay there. They would have to

1 M4k F 2. that surrounded the patio 4 3 % 3% M 4] 144 the brick
wall, % where the brick wall that...patio 8] 4 4 & & 4K 8) 4% the place,

3K 4 %85



fight again and thaz s how it was and still is." America wﬁ‘h \
have to flex its muscle once again.Maybe this time I mlght
have to make the decision between going and having someone

go in my place...

by Daniel Leivick
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Mrs. Mouse and the Beloved Gouch
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Mrs. Mouse gently tucked her children into their soft bed
and pulled the heavy blanket of green couch leather over
them. “Mother?” one of the kits called vaguely, since she was
already quite drowsy'.

“What, my dear?”

“We’d like a story,” another kit requested. It was Nell,
the runt of the litter.

“What shall it be about, darlings?”

“Well,” Nell deliberated, “I think—1I think you should
tell us how you had to be brave and move us all the way
across the long classroom floor and I cried and you and Tim
almost got burned in the radiator.”
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31 will,” Sald Mrs Mouse And so she began. “It was: 4
cold, rainy day. At that time, you were all tiny newborn klts
with your eyes still not opened. You probably can’t recall,
but there used to be two sofas in this classroom: a tattered
yellow couch and a newer green one in which we now live.
Our old home in the yellow sofa was warm because it was
right next to the heater. It was somebody’s old beach couch.
Though its coarse yellow upholstery was ragged and torn, that
couch was kind of special in a mysterious way. At first glance
it looked like just any other couch. But once a person sat in
it,once one came to know it, a delightful sense of magic
descended® upon one’s soul. It had been much more than a
mere fixture positioned in one corner of a room.’ It had been
embraced with the careless abandon of countless visitors.
During its day as a beach couch, it had soaked up the sun
and salt, the joys and sorrows of an entire generation. Young
children had climbed up onto its cushions to examine their
seashore treasures or to nestle into the arms of their
grandparents,who would sit there for hours, quietly breathing
the memories of their past® The many years near the
pounding surf’ and those that followed in the classroom
imparted® the wear and tear that comes with age, just as the
graying and wrinkling of our elders displays the wisdom
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bestowed by a lifetime of experience. Iis jute fabric became
tattered, its cushions threadbare and sagging in the center,
and its frame marked with lines, accidental as well as those
thoughtfully engraved by transient’ guests recording names
and dates of equally transient significance. The appearance
and odor presented its history to anyone who noticed it. It
surrounded our home with the warmth of nostalgia. And that,
my children, is why I loved the old yellow couch. The
schoolchildren had felt its magic, too. However, this was a bit
of a concern for me. You see, although I had insulated our
home with extra padding for safety, there was always the
looming fear that some careless child would jump on our nest
and squash all of us alive. Nevertheless, that couch was prime
real estate, especially for a mouse family like ours.

“So, as I was saying, it was a damp, dreary day and you
were all napping. I was daydreaming about what a terrible fix
your cousins were in, out in the freezing rain and mud. I was
thinking about how Iucky we were to live in such a warm,
delightful couch, and to have such a generous supply of
graham cracker and cookie crumbs. One scene slipped out of
my dream and the next scene took its place, and the soothing?
murmur of study in Mrs. Jacques’s classroom slowed me down
considerably. Drowsiness was weaving its dizzying spell when
I was abruptly awakened by the concerted gasp of the
language arts students. I tried to piece together what was
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behind the angry discussion among the students and thS“v_

teacher. As I came to the frightful realization of Mrs. Jacques’s”
stunning' decision, I understood what had upset the students.
I stopped licking my front paws and froze in overpowering
fear; my whiskers drooped and my feet began to sweat; my tail
became numb. Mrs. Jacques had decided to discard® the
couch—our home! .

“It was all I could do to keep from crying; I wanted to
be recued from this misfortune so badl).r. Ideas stormed across
the fixed gaze of my eyes and then faded away as fast as they
had appeared. 1 gained the strength of a defiant soldier from
the tyranny of the circumstances; I decided that we’d have to
leave our home and find a new one; it was beyond my power
to reverse Mrs. Jacques’s decision.® However, with that issue
resolved, more difficulties arose—where would we move to in
the middle of winter, and when could I move?

“Evening twilight settled with the heavy weight of
apprehension. The waning light stole with it the echoes of the
students’  last shouts as they reverberated through the empty
halls.  The silence of descending darkness had always
comforted me; on this occasion, however, it only added to my
uneasiness. I made my way up through our dusty passage and
peeked out of the crevice between the sofa cushions which
served as a good observation post before venturing out. My
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evening excursion around the classroom was usually a
pleasure, with frequent pauses to pick up morsels of food, but
now the burden of misery swallowed any such lingering
feeling. As I gazed around the classroom searching for
answers, my eyes fell upon the green couch. The sight greeted
me and lifted my heart with relief; I knew at once that this
green sofa could be our new home. That was Thursday. I
decided that I would wait for the weekend because then 1’d
have two full days to complete the move. With that concluded,
I went ahead to settle in for the night. A sleepless night it
was, too, for my dreams were plagued by images of spine-
crushing mousetraps' and evil janitors with doom in their
eyes. No denying it, [ was anxious about the move.

“Friday morning our luck did not improve; despite the
schoolchildren’s pleas, Mrs. Jacques remained steadfast in
her decision to discard the yellow couch. On top of that, I was
confronted with more bad news; the couch was to be removed
the very same day at the close of school. Silent waves of
urgency surged through my body, making every hair stand on
end, but I was helpless to take action until school broke up?.
The spaces between the minutes only seemed to grow longer.

“Mrs. Jacques was the last to leave. Gently, I urged you
kits through the back passage and herded you onto the dusty
floor under the couch. The rooms weren’t heated after hours,
and so each of you felt chilled and usttered tiny helpless
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